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Abstract 
This paper aims to uncover the creative music potentials of disabled youths in Malaysia. Often perceived as petty 
street musicians, who perform to earn subsistence living, their talent remains hidden, without avenues to become full-
time professionals. This research attempts to bridge this gap by proposing an architectural intervention that functions 
entirely as a disabled-friendly building as well as enhances the affinity of music creation and learning.  The spatial 
educative environment created focuses on musical rehabilitation for youths of the visually impaired, hearing-impaired 
and physically handicapped. The centre addresses their plight appreciatively, fusing their disability and talent in a 
unique symphony.
© 2011 Published by Elsevier Ltd. Selection and peer-review under the responsibility of Centre for Environment-
Behaviour Studies (cE-Bs), Faculty of Architecture, Planning & Surveying, Universiti Teknologi MARA, Malaysia. 
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1. Introduction 
The Disabled, in the current Malaysian scenario, is typically viewed as arduous individuals, when it 
comes to the working environment. Their unfortunate disabilities have considerable impacts on current 
issues of their low rate of employability, both in the government and private sectors. Globally, there has 
been a sense of priority in health care research and delivery that even the World Health Organisations 
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(WHO) has identified disability and services for persons with disabilities as crucial areas for research and 
targeted interventions (Lutz & Bowers, 2005). In Malaysia, there is support from the central government, 
mainly from the Women’s Development Minister, Datuk Seri Shahrizat Abdul Jalil.  As such, relevant 
courses for the disabled have been continuously conducted to ensure continuous job opportunities. 
Despite these efforts, it is worrying to learn that the employability rate among the disabled is decreasing 
while the numbers of the disabled in Malaysia is increasing.  If such trends remains consistent with no 
immediate remedy, the nation will be putting on risk, its aspirations in achieving its developed nation 
status, whereby holistic considerations on the disabled plays an integral role in achieving this objective. 
This paper addresses two concerns.  Firstly, to acknowledge that the Disabled are, in fact, able 
participants, especially in the creative arts of the music industry.  Secondly, to propose an architectural 
intervention in providing the facilities in catering for that creativity to flourish.  
2. Literature 
Statistics shows that a majority of the disabled belongs to the category of skilled non-professional 
workers, compared to the professionals, semi-professionals and non-skilled professional workers (Figure 
1; Norani, 2001). It can be said that imagination is among the determining factor in ensuring a sustainable 
living. For example, a disabled person who approaches people begging for money are far less preferred 
by the public compared to a disabled who uses creativity as a form of service to earn a living, such as 
playing music or making crafts.  It is more likely that the public buy into their creativity talents as a form 
of entertainment rather than reluctantly donate.   It is vital to recognize socially, that the disabled are not 
somehow inferior, as emphasized by Oliveros, et.al., (2011) and Lutz & Bowers (2005) but can also be 
musically inclined (Johnson, 2006). 
Music is one of the mediums for the creative disabled to earn an extra wage, but it all begins with a 
proper musical training (Knapp, 2011). This potential can be seen on a number of local public streets 
where the disabled play their music as an impromptu street entertainment. However, sadly, the public 
views them as trivial beggars, instead of artists. This is logical as the quality of music that they produce, 
in most times, do not present itself as a form of entertainment. However, their intentions are honourable, 
whereby they struggle to earn money by portraying their creative skills, rather than the expectation of 
receiving money without any effort.  Having access to music education for the disabled have numerous 
benefits to them as well as for the community but are often subtle and missed (Nabb & Balcetis, 2010). 
In the local context, Selangor has the most number of registered persons with a disability in Malaysia, 
thus making Selangor as the most viable location for the proposed project to be introduced. In addition, 
Majlis Perbandaran Petaling Jaya (MPPJ) has been tremendously supportive on disabled awareness, such 
as the implementation of the Disability and Development Division within the Town and Regional 
Planning Office. Current infrastructures and buildings in Petaling Jaya have emphasized a barrier-free 
approach due to the existence of the division. 
A music academy for the disabled is a solution as setting the platform for the disabled to enhance their 
music skills, thus enabling them for employment and promoting them to become professional musicians. 
Some of the great musicians of the world are disabled, and yet they still become respected musicians. 
Talents such as Stevie Wonder and Beethoven are excellent examples where disability and music will 
cumulatively become a distinctive symphony. One of the research outcomes aims at the integration of 
acoustics and disabilities in a building design for a musical training academy. These may include current 
studies of music (Fitch, 2006), music improvisation tools (Lem & Paine, 2011), musical technologies 
(Magee, 2011) and instrument selections (Darrow, 2011), and a systemized approach to musical inclusion 
(Nordlund, 2006) and instructional strategies (Darrow, 2007).  However, the novelty of this paper is the 
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design thoughts and processes that creatively integrates the design of the academy proposal that has 
limited known published literature in the academic domain. 
Fig. 1: (a) Physically disabled workers by job category; (b) deaf workers by job categories. Source: Job Opportunities for Special
Needs Population in Malaysia (Norani, Khalid, Nor Aishah, 2001) 
3. Methodology 
Both primary and secondary data studies were conducted. The data collection divides into two parts, 
which are the music-related studies and the disability studies. On musical studies, both local and 
international case studies were looked into but solely on the spatial references and acoustic researches. On 
disabilities studies, the delimitations ranged from the physically-impaired, visually-impaired, and the 
hearing-impaired. A series of interviews on the end-users - the disabled; management personnel – the 
administrative component; as well as acquiring literature reviews on the technical data and specifications 
on the spatial and cognitive requirements of designing for the disabled; triangulated all the information 
sourced. 
3.1. Case studies 
The case studies were carried out towards both disabled and music-related buildings. On the music 
studies, both local and international buildings were analysed in achieving the preliminary designs on the 
spatial relationship, and the schedule of accommodation. The buildings studied are the Universiti 
Teknologi Mara’s Faculty of Music, International College of Music (ICOM) and Hamburg Music School, 
Germany. 
By analyzing the spaces in both Faculty of Music UiTM and ICOM; the building spaces were 
identified, sizes recorded, and most importantly the spatial relationship studies between one space to 
another, carefully analysed (Figure 2). On the Hamburg Music School, the creative architectural 
interpretation on music school by architect Enric Miralles, is studied. The Hamburg Music School gives a 
more defined spatial design and better architectural features on the building itself, compared to the 
UiTM’s Faculty of Music and ICOM. A visit to the Malaysian Association of the Blinds (MAB) was 
intentionally conducted to identify and evaluate the needs on the blind’s mobility in a building and its 
surrounding context.  It gives a clearer idea on how the technical data in designing for the blind are 
applied in the real world. A series of photos taken, visually records the necessary data from each of the 
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buildings studied.  These spaces were analyzed architecturally and have been synthesized graphically in 
Figure 2. A more detailed breakdown of the spatial analysis could be obtained from the Author. 
3.2. Interviews 
Interviews were carried out on three visually-impaired as well as the stage manager of the Kuala 
Lumpur Performing Arts Center (KLPAC), Sentul. A series of three interviews on the blind were 
conducted at the Malaysian Association for the Blind (MAB), where various questions regarding their 
needs and the effectiveness of the current building design in relation to the blinds were emphasized. The 
floor manager of KLPAC - Mr. James Lawrence was explicit in explaining the relationship of the spatial 
pattern and its impact on the acoustic treatment of the space. 
3.3. Technical Review 
Several technical details; namely Architectural Acoustics by David M. Egan (2007); Design Manual 
for a Barrier Free Environment by Urban Management Department of the Lebanese Company for the 
Development and Reconstruction of Beirut Central District (SOLIDERE) in collaboration with the United 
Nations Economic and Social Commission for Western Asia (2003); Malaysian Standards MS 1184 
(2002) and Malaysian Standards MS 1331 (2003); both from the Department of Standards Malaysia. The 
outcome of these literature studies contributed on the technical aspects of the building design (Figure 3).
Fig. 2: Spatial studies on UiTM Faculty of Music, International College of Music (ICOM) and Hamburg Music School. Source: 
Presentation Boards by Sulaiman, A. 2010. 
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Fig. 3: Acoustics studies and analysis. Source: Presentation Boards by Sulaiman, A. 2010. 
4. Results and Discussion 
The data analysis of music and disabilities could be surmised into two aspects, the building design and 
the acoustics. The findings were then collectively synthesized in relation to one other in order to achieve 
the desired building design formula for a music academy for the disabled.  
4.1. Disabilities in building design. 
The disabled have an immense technical implication on the building design. The most significant 
factor to be considered is the building circulation. For instance, the distance to the primary and critical 
spaces must be close to the main circulation, primarily for ease of navigation around the building without 
any movement restrictions. Therefore, the most effective arrangement for the building design is 
centralised or radial form of planning, whereby the minimum distance is kept to reach spaces from the 
main circulation (Figure 4). In designing the building circulation, priority was considered for the visually-
impaired, whereby the result of that design will optimally cause less physical adaptation for the other 
kinds of disabilities. 
Fig. 4 (left): Movement Efficiency for the Disabled. Source: Source: Presentation Boards by Sulaiman, A. 2010 & Fig. 5 (centre and
right): Spatial Remembrance and its Application in the Building Floor Plan. Source: Presentation Boards by Sulaiman, A. 2010. 
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Through interviews with the blinds, variety in their movements is usually preferred within a certain 
path. For instance, a typical symmetrical building has less variation in its movement as compared with a 
non-rigid form of circulation. In this regard, the blind may be able to remember their position in the 
building without being confused.  Within this project’s context, it has been termed as spatial 
remembrance.  This is particularly pertinent when it comes to a corner or an edge of a path. This factor is 
also extremely crucial in determining the building form. The floor plans of the building will then reflect 
these criteria to achieve efficiency for the building users (Figure 5). 
4.2. Acoustics and its implementation.
Acoustic design also plays a vital role in the proposal in giving the sense of appreciation for the 
disabled, most notably to the blind. The radial design, which also turns into a central courtyard design, 
will give off an echo and reverberation effect throughout the centre courtyard. Acoustics design solution 
may counter that effect by using honeycomb insulation and splayed surface approach (Egan, 2007). The 
initial constraints of acoustics design have turned into a positive element by applying this method. The 
blind may now appreciate the central void courtyard by deciphering different acoustic level identification 
(Figure 6). 
Fig. 6: Acoustics design process audible integration. Source: Presentation Boards by Sulaiman, A. 2010. 
The concept of acoustic panels implemented in the central void gives not only a visual aesthetic but 
also audio aesthetics. It may yet be the most prominent design feature within the building design, with the 
adjoining massing addressed to it thoroughly. 
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Fig. 7: Prominent acoustic screen implemented in the central void of the building design. Source: Presentation Boards by Sulaiman, 
A. 2010. 
5. Conclusion 
The current Malaysian public has a basic sense of awareness on the disabled. Merging disabilities and 
music is a ‘rebranding’ approach in shifting the negative perception towards an escalated new level of 
appreciation. This method is emphasized abroad especially in inclusive musical approaches from primary 
education (Jellison, 2002), to tertiary levels (Darrow, 2010) and adulthood (Lem & Paine, 2011); both in 
formal learning and health, medicine and therapeutic researches (Barcefield, et., al., (2000). By engaging 
in this paradigm shift, Malaysia will be recognised as one of the nations that have a strong level of 
understanding and appreciation towards individual disabilities. It is also understood that, in other western 
countries such as in the United Kingdom, this building programme has already been implemented but 
only in a small scale. It is hoped that, in the future, this proposal will be deemed fit, to be the first of its 
kind in the region and have the economic opportunity to stimulate both the tourism and entertainment 
sectors. The proposal, at its best, is a solution at societal inclusion and public education of the disabled.   
It also represents a direct solution towards unemployment and poverty among the disabled. The 
empowerment instilled within this programme will encourage them to continue their endeavour towards a 
full-time professional thus rehabilitating them towards a better living. 
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